
Reprinted with permission from Missouri Lawyers Media, 319 North Fourth Street, Fifth Floor, St. Louis, MO 63102.         © 2014

        August 11, 2014  ■ Volume 28    Number 32

MissouriLawyers
WEEKLYw w w . m o l a w y e r s m e d i a . c o m

MissouriLawyers
WEEKLYw w w . m o l a w y e r s m e d i a . c o m

MissouriLawyers
WEEKLYw w w . m o l a w y e r s m e d i a . c o m

Taking a global view
beyond brick-and-mortar, law firms look for alternate  

ways to establish international business

by Catherine martin
catherine.martin@molawyersmedia.com

Investigating African distributors to 
protect clients from the risk of corrup-
tion has become the new normal for Brian 

O’Bleness in Stinson Leonard Street’s 
Kansas City office.

O’Bleness is one of five attorneys in 
Stinson Leonard Street’s Africa practice 
who does work for companies in sectors 
including energy, food services, oil and 

agriculture. The companies are mostly 
U.S. companies doing business in Africa. 
Due diligence is an essential part of legal 
work in Africa, O’Bleness said, because 
some jurisdictions are labeled as high risk 
for corruption. 

Fang Shen leads 
Husch Blackwell’s 
Asia practice, 
working with 
U.S. companies 
that need legal 
services in China. 
Photo by Scott Lauck
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O’Bleness can investigate lower-priority 
distributing agents for clients from his U.S. 
office, using video chat interviews to find 
out more about the agent’s background. A 
higher-priority agent, O’Bleness said, can 
require travel to Africa to conduct inter-
views in person and dig deeper into back-
ground checks and data. Attorneys from 
Stinson travel to Africa monthly, he said, 
but the firm doesn’t have an office there, a 
decision based on cost efficiency. 

The Africa practice exemplifies two 
trends in international law — remote 
work from U.S. offices and expansion to 
new frontiers including Africa and Latin 
America. 

Keeping up with demand
The top 10 firms on Missouri Lawyers 

Weekly’s MOney 20 annual revenue rank-
ings are all doing international work in 
some form, and some have seen big growth 
abroad. 

Jim Ash, who leads Husch Blackwell’s 
international practice, said the number of 
international attorneys at the firm has qua-
drupled post-recession, from around five 
to about 20 attorneys. Polsinelli went from 
10 attorneys handling international matters 
five years ago to 60 attorneys doing so now, 
a firm spokesperson said. 

At Bryan Cave, Missouri’s highest-gross-
ing firm, the number of attorneys outside 
the U.S. only edged up from 78 to 80 in 
the past five years, but the firm is seeing 
growth in U.S.-based attorneys doing inter-
national work, St. Louis managing partner 
Bob Newmark said. The firm has an India 
practice in its St. Louis office, for instance, 
to meet client demand in that area, he said.

“The number of transactions we have 
that involve India has reached the point 
where we developed a group that focuses 
on those transactions,” he said.

O’Bleness also cited increased demand 
for international legal services, with infor-
mation technology firms and other busi-
nesses growing overseas. Stinson doubled 
its number of international attorneys after 
a merger at the beginning of 2014, from 
about 10 attorneys handling international 
work to 20 post-merger, a firm spokesman 
said.

“It’s unique,” O’Bleness said of interna-
tional work. “But from a law firm perspec-
tive, it’s like most other practices. We evalu-
ate it on the volume of work and whether 

we’re keeping those clients satisfied.” 
Although headcount numbers and the 

pace of expansion support the impression 
that international practices are thriving, 
law firm representatives interviewed for 
this story declined to provide other specific 
data on that growth. 

When asked for specific financial 
information on Bryan Cave’s international 
law practice, Newmark said the firm does 
not release data on “the number of projects 
or revenue generated from projects in a 
particular practice specialty.” A Husch 
Blackwell spokeswoman said the firm 
didn’t have metrics available to share, and 
the firm declined to disclose the number of 
billable hours attorneys spend on interna-
tional practice. Stinson and Dentons also 
said the details were confidential. 

New frontiers
Stinson started serving clients in 

Africa about four years ago, with connec-
tions from two attorneys originally from 
Cameroon. Two years ago, the firm formal-
ized the practice that now includes five core 
attorneys. It does steady work for about five 
clients, O’Bleness said, plus another specific 
matter that involved about 10.

Dentons, a global firm with Midwestern 
roots, opened an office in South Africa this 
year after partnering with a firm in Cape 
Town. Dentons subsequently partnered 
with other firms and has opened more 
than a dozen offices in Africa. That gives 
it the largest presence there of any global 
law firm, U.S. managing partner Mike 
McNamara said.

Next, Dentons has an eye on Latin 
America, where McNamara said the firm 
expects to open offices soon.

Bill Johnson, director for the Center 
for International and Comparative Law 
at Saint Louis University, said renewable 
energy in Latin America is a “very hot 
practice.” 

Already, Husch Blackwell has three 
attorneys working on legal issues in Latin 
America. Ash described the area as a 
long-haul investment opportunity, but 
one he sees ripening because of the grow-
ing middle class and expanding market 
for consumer goods in those countries. 
He pointed specifically to major U.S. ag-
riculture companies “keen to get invested 
in Central and South America.”

Husch’s Latin America practice isn’t 

run on site, however. It’s run from 
U.S. offices, much like Stinson’s Africa 
practice. O’Bleness said Stinson has 
considered opening an office in Africa, 
but such a move can be complicated and 
expensive. Stinson doesn’t alter attorneys’ 
billing rates for international work.

Maurice Watson, chairman at Husch, 
also pointed to fiscal and personal 
complications, such as having to make 
arrangements for attorneys and their 
families to move or frequently travel. 
Husch has one office in London but no 
attorneys located there permanently. The 
firm does most of its international work 
through U.S.-based attorneys like in its 
Latin America practice or a similar Asia 
practice.

Fang Shen leads Husch’s Asia practice, 
working with U.S. companies that need 
legal services in China. Shen is originally 
from China and graduated from law 
schools in China and the U.S. 

“I speak two languages, I understand 
two cultures and two legal systems,” 
she said. “If I solely focused on a U.S. 
practice or China practice, neither would 
fully utilize my background.” 

The model of having a U.S.-based 
attorney doing international work also 
benefits clients, she said. U.S. companies 
dealing with issues abroad likely find it 
easier to work with someone who is in 
the same time zone, is speaking the same 
language and has a deep understanding 
of the U.S. legal system, as well as the 
Chinese legal system, she said.

For work with the opposing party, 
Shen will work on drafting negotiations 
and document reviews electronically. 
Sometimes she’ll have a video conference 
for negotiations, typically at odd hours, 
since there’s about a 13-hour time dif-
ference. She will travel to China once or 
twice a year, too, she said.

There are limitations: American at-
torneys, including Shen, can’t go to court 
in China. Only Chinese lawyers who 
are Chinese citizens and practicing for a 
Chinese law firm can go to court or issue 
legal opinions in China. Other attorneys 
can provide general advice, Shen said, 
but the limitations make it necessary for 
the firm to partner with a Chinese firm. 
The same would be true even if the firm 
did have an office in Beijing, she said. 
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Boots on the ground
Foreign regulations prompt many 

firms to use more than one method for 
international expansion, such as having 
a physical office overseas as well as part-
nering with a firm in another country, 
SLU’s Johnson said.  

Dentons, for example, has dozens of 
offices overseas and 1,800 attorneys staff-
ing them, but in some jurisdictions, like 
the Middle East, they partner with firms 
there instead for regulatory reasons. 
Generally, McNamara said, the attorneys 
in Dentons’ overseas offices are lawyers 
from the local jurisdiction, as opposed to 
U.S. attorneys working abroad.

Bryan Cave has eight offices abroad: 
three in Asia and five in Europe. 
Although the firm uses multiple meth-
ods to complete its international work, 
having a physical office where lawyers 
are practicing is the ideal, Newmark 
said. “There is really no substitute for 
having boots on the ground that really 
understand the local culture and have 
relationships with local regulators and 
other officials.” 

Just the act of opening an office 
overseas does not create business op-
portunities, though, said Frank Steeves, 
Emerson Electric’s executive vice presi-
dent, general counsel and secretary.

Emerson, headquartered in St. Louis, 
is a global company with legal matters 
all over the world. Steeves said the com-
pany generally will opt to use a local law 

firm in another country, typically one 
the in-house lawyer already working 
there for Emerson recommends.

If a firm Emerson worked with in the 
U.S. were to open an office in one of 
those areas, it wouldn’t necessarily mean 
they would get Emerson’s business in 
that country, Steeves said. 

“Certainly we won’t exclude their 
office, but we’re 
not just going 
to go to them” 
because they are a 
U.S firm Emerson 
works with, he 
said. “We’re going 
to look at the best 
help we can get for 
the best value in 

that location.”
With that said, he doesn’t necessarily 

think firms are getting ahead of them-
selves if they open offices internation-
ally. 

“Unless they’re suicidal, the firms that 
are doing that already have existing re-
lationships that they know they’re going 
to be able to leverage,” he said.

An opportunity and an obligation
Law firms looking beyond U.S. borders 

for business opportunities isn’t new, 
Johnson said, but it is “more pervasive 
today.” The firms, he said, see “an op-
portunity and an obligation” to offer 
international legal services.

“It’s an opportunity to capture more 
business and better serve clients,” he 
said. “It’s an obligation to recognize we 
no longer live in a world where one local 
domestic body of law will answer all the 
questions a client might have,” he said.

Even if it’s not a firm’s focus, “it’s criti-
cal for lawyers practicing in St. Louis and 
throughout Missouri to be aware that in-
ternational issues can arise in unexpected 
places,” he said.

One firm that has not put a focus on 
International expansion is St. Louis-
based Sandberg Phoenix & von Gontard. 
Clients do sometimes ask for help with 
international issues, though, said Bhavik 
Patel, the firm’s business law practice 
group leader, so Sandberg two years ago 
joined the Geneva Group International, a 
network for international referrals. 

Being part of the alliance also means 
firms abroad refer services to Sandberg, 
but international work is still not a prior-
ity.

“It’s icing on the cake, so to speak,” 
Patel said. “That’s not what our model is 
built on. … Our core is built on servicing 
clients in the Midwest that may or may 
not have global needs.”

Sandberg’s example seems to speak to 
Johnson’s point about how the need for 
international legal services affects firms 
big and small.

“It’s a little too dangerous to put blind-
ers on when it comes to international 
issues,” Johnson said. mo

Brian O’Bleness


